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The study explored the acquisition of L2 English non-null arguments by L1 Thai learners,
that is, whether they were able to recognize and correct sentences with null arguments.
Two variables which presumably affected the acquisition, namely clause types and prep-
ositional phrases (PPs), were employed. A grammaticality judgment task (GJT) was
administered to 31 intermediate and 31 advanced undergraduate L1 Thai students. The
results suggested that sensitivity to recognize null arguments increased with higher
proﬁciency. Paired-samples t-tests were performed to determine whether the two vari-
ables affected the acquisition. For the intermediate group, it was found that both clause
types and PPs affected their judgments. We propose that perceptual salience could account
for the intermediate participants' preference for null embedded subjects over null matrix
subjects and that the lack of argument/adjunct knowledge could account for the inter-
mediate participants' preference for null object sentences followed by a PP over null object
sentences without a PP following. For the advanced group, it was found that clause types
affected their judgment. We propose that informal styles of communication inﬂuenced the
advanced participants' preference for null matrix subjects.
Copyright © 2016, Kasetsart University. Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. This is an
open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).Introduction
Among many linguistic differences between Thai and
English, one drastic difference is that Thai allows argu-
ments (for example, referential and personal pronouns) to
drop, whereas English generally requires overt arguments
(Phimsawat, 2011; Radford, 2009). (1) and (2) exemplify
null arguments in Thai and non-null argument in English,
respectively.Namtapi).
ersity.
Publishing services by Else
/).(2) A: Where did Somsri buy this straw hat?
B: She bought it from Pattaya.
C: *Bought it from Pattaya.
D: *She bought from Pattaya.
In Thai, arguments can be omitted with almost no re-
striction (cf. Phimsawat, 2011) as shown in (1)where the nullvier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
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and “tuition fees”, respectively, in A's question. Neither the
subject nor the object has to be overt, and the presence of the
referential pronoun “them” even causes unnaturalness to B's
responsedue todiscourseredundancy. InEnglish, bycontrast,
argumentsmust be overt as shown inC's andD's responses to
A's question in (2). Since “buy” is a two-place predicate that
takes two obligatory arguments, the absence of referential
pronouns “she” and “it” in C's andD's responses, respectively,
causes the ungrammaticality of the sentences.
Given that null arguments in Thai can appear in almost
any sentential position and that the use of null pronouns in
Thai is more preferable than the use of overt counterparts
(Phimsawat, 2011), while arguments in the English formal
register are not allowed to drop at all (Radford, 2009), the
present study aimed to investigate how this typological
difference affects the acquisition of L2 English non-null
arguments by L1 Thai learners.
Literature Review
Related Theories and Concepts
Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH)
Eckman's (1977) MDH is one of the seminal applications
of typological markedness to SLA. The hypothesis makes
three predictions as follows (Eckman, 1977, p. 321).
(3) (a) Those areas of the target language which differ from
the native language and are more marked than the
native language will be difﬁcult.
(b) The relative degree of difﬁculty of the areas of the
target language which are more marked than the native
language will correspond to the relative degree of
markedness.
(c) Those areas of the target language which are
different from the native language, but are moremarked
than the native language will not be difﬁcult.
To apply the MDH, take pronoun omission as an
example. A typological investigation by Siewierska and
Bakker (1996) reveals that the majority of the world's
languages are pro-drop. With regard to Croft's (1990)
deﬁnition of cross-linguistic frequency, this suggests that
null pronouns are less marked than overt pronouns. Ac-
cording to Field (2004), English speakers have little difﬁ-
culty omitting pronouns when they acquire pro-drop
languages like Spanish. When Spanish speakers acquire
non-pro-drop languages like English, however, they tend to
have trouble producing overt pronouns in English. This
obviously appeals to the MDH in that non-pro-drop lan-
guages are more marked and difﬁcult to be acquired than
pro-drop counterparts, consistent with the prediction
made in (3a). Put differently, negative transfer is likely to
occur when learners acquire a particular linguistic feature
in the L2 that is more marked than that in their L1.
Salience
Salience is a concept discussed in various ﬁelds such as
linguistics and psychology. If a particular item or feature is
said to be salient, it tends to attract or catch an observer'sattention (Delort, 2009). Entities that are salient will be
attended to, and thus acquired, more easily than those that
are not (Ellis, 2001). Take, for example, perceptual salience
discussed by DeKeyser (2000). He examined whether age
was a signiﬁcant predictor of proﬁciency for Hungarian im-
migrants to the US. It was found that very few adult immi-
grants scored aswell as the child arrivals did, conﬁrming age
effects in SLA. However, there were certain structures with
which both the late and the early arrivals performed equally
well regardless of age of arrival. Among several others was
word order, as exempliﬁed below (DeKeyser, 2000, p. 516):
(4) *Bites the dog.
(5) *The girl the movie likes.
(6) *The student to the movies went.
(7) *The woman the police man asked a question.
Sentences that begin with a verb as in (4), end with a
verb as in (5) and (6), or begin with two consecutive noun
phrases as in (7) deviate from the L1 basic word order norm
and thus are so perceptually salient to the participants
regardless of age of arrival that they could easily reject
them. DeKeyser (2000) argued that “In all three cases
[(4)e(7)] a salient position (sentence initial or sentence
ﬁnal) is occupied by a syntactic constituent that can never
occupy the position in English [(4)e(6)] or it is occupied
twice [(7)]” (516).
Arguments versus Adjuncts
Arguments are entities of a clause which bear a direct
relationship to their predicate (Kroeger, 2005). Simply put,
they are participants which must be involved due to the
relation or activity speciﬁed by the predicate. In English, for
example, a verb requires at least one obligatory argument
and can take up to four. Consider the following examples:
(8) (a) Laura smiled.
(b) The police arrested a murder suspect.
(c) Paul gave Mary a novel.
(d) Clare bet Bill a dollar that Peter and Tina would get
back together again.
(8a) contains the verb “smile” that takes only one
argument. The verb “arrest” in (8b) takes two arguments,
“the police” and “a murder suspect”. In (8c), the verb “give”
takes three arguments, the subject “Paul”, the direct object
“a novel”, and the indirect object “Mary”. The verb “bet” in
(8d) takes four arguments: the three noun arguments
“Clare”, “Bill”, “a dollar”, and the clausal argument “a dollar
that Peter and Tina would get back together again”.
It is worth noting that arguments include only elements
that are necessary for completing the meaning of its predi-
cate. Other elements such as determiner phrases (DPs) or
prepositional phrases (PPs),whichare calledadjuncts, canbe
omitted (Carnie, 2011). Consider the following examples:
(9) (a) Graduate studentsmust submit their dissertations in
electronic format.
(b) Professor Helen will arrange a makeup class this
week.
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without causing the sentence to be ungrammatical or
confusing. It simply gives additional information as to how
graduate students should submit their dissertations. Simi-
larly, the DP “this week” in (9b) can be omitted without
creating any sense of incompleteness; it only gives a
description of time.
Previous Studies
It has been well documented that learners whose L1s
allow argument dropping have difﬁculty acquiring the L2s
that requires the presence of overt arguments such as En-
glish (Hsieh, 2008; Kong, 2001; Meechanyakul &
Singhapreecha, 2013; Yuan, 1997). Yuan (1997) found the
asymmetry between the recognition of null subjects and
objects by L1 Chinese learners of L2 English. He proposed
that a clear mastery of non-null subjects by the Chinese
subjects was triggered by the presence/absence of subject-
verb agreement in overt and null subjects. More specif-
ically, the verbal inﬂections for tense and agreement, use of
copulas and auxiliaries, do-support, etc. helped Chinese
learners abandon null subjects in their L2 English. How-
ever, there was no positive evidence to help the partici-
pants recognize null object sentences.
Kong (2001) questioned Yuan's (1997) claim that
subject-verb agreement is a trigger factor for the acquisi-
tion of obligatory subjects by Chinese learners. In his study,
there was an asymmetry not found by Yuan: between
matrix and embedded subjects. Kong argued against Yuan's
assumption in that the acquisition of non-null subjects is
not triggered by a mastery of subject-verb agreement,
given that his participants failed to detect null embedded
subjects despite their good performance with amending
mismatched subject-verb agreement. Rather, he argued
that his participants applied a discourse parameter in their
L1. Simply put, if a sentence topic is overtly indicated in a
sentence-initial position, it need not be restated elsewhere,
thereby resulting in null embedded subjects (for example,
“He said Ø thought that Ømade…”, where “he” is needed in
both omitted positions).
Hsieh (2008) investigated the null pronoun phenome-
non in the acquisition of English by Taiwanese EFL learners.
Various kinds of knowledge associated with the pro-drop
phenomenon were tested. Three variables were also
employed: (1) animate/inanimate null arguments; (2)
matrix/embedded clauses; and (3) with/without a prepo-
sition after the null arguments. Overall, she found that both
of her experimental groups performed worse with sen-
tences with null objects than those with null subjects. She
also found that null matrix subjects were easier to detect
than null embedded subjects by both groups. However,
there was no signiﬁcant difference between both groups'
judgment on sentences with null objects with and without
a prepositional phrase following and on sentences with
animate/inanimate null arguments. To account for her
ﬁndings, Hsieh relied heavily on L1 transfer-based expla-
nations. That is, Chinese learners are inﬂuenced by the
topic constructions in their L1 that allows them to adjust
their use of topic chains to be aware that a topic at the head
of every sentence must be overt.Meechanyakul and Singhapreecha (2013) examined Thai
learners' ability to detect the ungrammaticality of English
sentences with null arguments. They found that the par-
ticipants across the four proﬁciency levels performed better
at detecting null subjects and expletives than null objects. In
addition, they detected null subjects and objects in single
clauses more than in embedded clauses. Meechanyakul and
Singhapreecha (2013) supported the notion of input
inconsistency argued byWakabayashi and Negishi (2003) in
that sentential subjects are constantly supplied in the input,
while objects are not. The asymmetric pattern of null ar-
guments in single/embedded clauses supported Kong's
(2001) discourse information account in that the partici-
pants relied on identiﬁcation available via the overt matrix
subject, thereby allowing null embedded subjects.
As there has been only one study done in this areawhere
the participants' L1 is Thai, and their L2 is English
(Meechanyakul & Singhapreecha, 2013), we aimed to
extend the body of existing knowledge of the null argument
phenomenon in the L2 context. The effect of clause types
was employed to see whether there exists an asymmetry
between the L1 Thai learners' recognition of nullmatrix and
embedded subjects as witnessed in the literature (Kong,
2001; Meechanyakul & Singhapreecha, 2013). Moreover,
the effect of the presence of prepositional phrases inplace of
null objects, which seems to have played no role in previous
research (Hsieh, 2008; Yuan,1997), was re-examined in this
study. Lastly, Eckman's (1977) MDH was employed to pre-
dict the difﬁculty L2 learners would encounter when they
acquire an L2, which is more marked than their L1.Hypotheses
There are two hypotheses in the current study as shown
below:
Hypothesis 1. L1 Thai learners have problems in the acqui-
sition of non-null arguments in L2 English
Hypothesis 2. Asymmetric patterns of non-null arguments
and null arguments in L2 English by L1 Thai learners occur to
variables of clause types and prepositional phrasesMethodology
Participants
A sample of 120 undergraduate students from three fac-
ulties at Chulalongkorn University and one faculty at Silpa-
korn University took part in the experiment. Although they
were from different universities, they were considered ho-
mogenous. None of the participantswere bilingual, had come
from international schools where the language of instruction
is English, orhadbeen inEnglish-speaking countries formore
thanoneyear. Thus, theywere regarded as L1 Thai learners of
L2 English. In addition, they were divided into two groups of
different proﬁciency: intermediate and advanced according
to the Oxford Quick Placement Test (OQPT).
The OQPT, Version 2 (UCLES, 2001), consisting of 60
items, was utilized to divide the participants into two
groups. Thosewho scored from30 to 47were categorized as
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fact, thosewho scored from30 to47 could have been further
divided into two groups: lower-intermediate (30e39) and
upper-intermediate (40e47). However, a pilot study con-
ducted prior to the present study showed that lower-
intermediate and upper-intermediate participants' perfor-
mance on rejecting null arguments in English were almost
the same, so the two score rangeswere aligned and grouped
as intermediate. With these criteria, 31 participants were
grouped as intermediate and 31 participants as advanced.
Five native speakers of English were also included as a
control group, consisting of three Americans, one British,
and one Australian, whose ages ranged from 24 to 57. They
were all university English teachers.
Tasks
Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT) (with Correction)
Eight sentence structures were employed in the present
study. For each sentence structure, there were two exper-
imental sentences and two control sentences. Two syn-
tactic variables, i.e. (1) matrix/embedded clauses and (2)
with/without a prepositional phrase after null arguments,
were used to elicit the participants' acceptability of null
subjects and objects, respectively, in this task. The 32
experimental sentences were mixed with 18 distractors
containing different types of grammatical errors, which
constituted 50 test items in total.
It is worth noting that every test item was presented in
the past tense in order to control the tense factor that might
bias the results. Moreover, seeing that animacy might be a
variable affecting the results, we analyzed animate and
inanimate arguments separately. There was also a particular
criterion in selecting the verbs in the experimental sen-
tences with null objects in order to make sure that the
absence of objects makes the sentences ungrammatical.
That is, all the verbs are or are used as transitive verbs which
do not permit object deletion, based on Liu's (2008) classi-
ﬁcation of verbs used without an object. The content
validity of the GJT was also assessed by a panel of experts
using the Index of Item-Objective Congruence (IOC). Overall,
the IOC scores were 0.987. The eight sentence structures
employed in the present study are exempliﬁed below:
(10) Sentence with animate null subject in matrix clause
(A/S/M)
(a) The police noticed an escaping robber.
_Approached him as quietly as possible.
(11) Sentence with inanimate null subject in matrix clause
(I/S/M)
(a) Bill could not stand his seven-year-old laptop
anymore. _Kept hanging and restarting itself.
(12) Sentence with animate null subject in embedded
clause (A/S/E)
(a) My uncle fell down the stairs. The doctor said
_needed at least 6 months to recover.
(13) Sentence with inanimate null subject in embedded
clause (I/S/E)(a) The old DVD player was very smart. At ﬁrst I
thought _could only read certain ﬁle formats.
(14) Sentence with animate null object followed by a
prepositional phrase (A/O/PP)
(a) An airline passenger said something very rude to
my sister, so I punched_ in the face.
(15) Sentence with inanimate null object followed by a
prepositional phrase (I/O/PP)
(a) Some of the apples on the tree were ripe, so Anna
went out to pick_ with her children.
(16) Sentence with animate null object without a preposi-
tional phrase following (A/O)
(a) The teacher told me that Ben came to school
yesterday, but I did not see_.
(17) Sentence with inanimate null object without a prep-
ositional phrase following (I/O)
(a) When I lived in Italy, I ate lasagna almost every day.
Still, I did not know how to make_.
With respect to scoring, the participants were given
one point if they marked the control sentences, which
were grammatical, as correct and made no correction to
them. For the experimental sentences, not only could the
participants identify them as incorrect, but they also had
to make the right correction in order to receive one point.
If a correction made was irrelevant to null arguments,
however, the corrected sentence would not be calculated
and excluded from the participants' scores.
Data Analysis
First, it should be noted that the participants who did
not meet the OQPT score criterion were excluded from the
study. All the raw scores from the participants whomet the
criterionwere then calculated and converted to percentage
scores. In order to answer the ﬁrst hypothesis, the partici-
pants should score less than 80 percent in order to be
considered as having difﬁculty acquiring non-null argu-
ments in English. For the second hypothesis, SPSS version
16 (SPSS Inc., 2007) was used to perform paired-samples t-
tests to see whether the two variables affect the acquisition
of both groups of the participants.
Results and Discussion
Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1 of the current study states that L1 Thai
learners have problems in the acquisition of non-null ar-
guments in L2 English. In other words, if they do not meet
the 80 percent criterion for acquisition, which is commonly
accepted in SLA (Tarone, Gass, & Cohen, 1994), they are
considered as having difﬁculty acquiring non-null argu-
ments in English. The average scores of null subject and
object recognition and correction on each sentence type by
the intermediate, advanced, and native control groups are
summarized in Table 1 and Table 2, respectively, below:
Table 1
Average scores of null subject recognition and correction on each sentence type by the intermediate, advanced, and native control groups
Sentence type A/S/M I/S/M A/S/E I/S/E
C E C E C E C E
Intermediate (n ¼ 31) 93.35 59.68 96.77 40.32 79.03 45.16 77.42 32.26
Advanced (n ¼ 31) 91.94 79.03 91.94 82.26 95.16 90.32 82.26 87.10
Control (n ¼ 5) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Note. n ¼ number of participants, C ¼ control, E ¼ experimental
Table 2
Average scores of null object recognition and correction on each sentence type by the intermediate, advanced, and native control groups
Sentence type A/O/PP I/O/PP A/O I/O
C E C E C E C E
Intermediate (n ¼ 31) 72.58 27.42 64.52 20.97 87.10 30.65 93.55 33.87
Advanced (n ¼ 31) 82.26 82.26 93.55 72.58 75.80 54.84 96.77 75.81
Control (n ¼ 5) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Note. n ¼ number of participants, C ¼ control, E ¼ experimental
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were not concerned with the knowledge of non-null ar-
guments since no response changed grammatical senten-
ces into ungrammatical sentences by deleting overt
subjects or objects. For this reason, responses to control
sentenceswere not taken into considerationwhen raw data
were calculated in order to answer Hypotheses 1 and 2
since they did not truly reﬂect the knowledge of non-null
arguments in English.
According to Tables 1 and 2, the intermediate partici-
pants supplied a correction to all types of experimental
sentences lower than 60 percent, most ofwhich (I/S/M, I/SE,
A/O/PP, I/O/PP, A/O, and I/O) were corrected below 41
percent. They appeared to have difﬁculty acquiring both
non-null subjects and objects. Although the advanced par-
ticipants appeared to acquire non-null subjects, as their
scores on null subject sentences were above 80 percent
(with the only exception being the A/S/M type), they still
scored less than 80 percent on all types of null object sen-
tences, except for the A/O/PP type. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the L1 Thai participants at the two different
levels of proﬁciency in the current study had difﬁculty
recognizingnon-null arguments in English.Overall, it seems
that the MDH has successfully predicted the difﬁculty L1
Thai learners of English possibly had when acquiring non-
null arguments in English. Negative transfer tended to
play a role in the participants' performance on null argu-
ment recognition. That is, as the participants' L1 allows
argument dropping, they might transfer this linguistic
feature to their L2 English, thereby resulting in their non-
target-like competence in L2 English argument retention.
Up to this point, it seems that Hypothesis 1 has been
conﬁrmed by the fact that the participants did not meet the
80 percent criterion for acquisition although the advanced
group seemed to acquire non-null subjects in English.Hypothesis 2
Clause Types
Hypothesis 2 of the current study states that asym-
metric patterns of non-null arguments and null argumentsin L2 English by L1 Thai learners occur with two variables,
one of which is clause types. The average scores on null
matrix/embedded subjects by both experimental groups
are shown in Table 1. A paired-samples t-test showed a
signiﬁcant difference between animate null matrix subjects
and animate null embedded subjects as recognized by both
experimental groups. The intermediate learners performed
signiﬁcantly better on animate null matrix subjects
(59.68%, SE ¼ 0.845) than on animate null embedded
subjects (45.16%, SE ¼ 0.746, t(30) ¼ 2.158, p ¼ .039,
r ¼ 0.366). By contrast, the advanced learners performed
signiﬁcantly better on animate null embedded subjects
(90.32%, SE ¼ 0.301) than on animate null matrix subjects
(79.03%, SE ¼ 0.667, t(30) ¼ 3.057, p ¼ .005, r ¼ 0.488).
Although percentage results showed the asymmetrical
pattern between null, inanimate, matrix subjects and null,
inanimate, embedded subjects recognized by the inter-
mediate group (40.32% and 32.26%, respectively) and the
advanced group (82.26% and 87.10%, respectively), the
inferential statistics showed no signiﬁcant difference.
Although statistical differences were found only be-
tween A/S/M and A/S/E, the percentage results showed
the same, though not signiﬁcant, tendency in that the
intermediate participants accepted null embedded sub-
jects at a higher rate than null matrix subjects, whereas
the reverse held true for the advanced participants. We
suggest perceptual salience as a factor for the asymmetry
found among intermediate learners. That is, matrix sub-
jects are more salient in terms of position than embedded
subjects (Wakabayashi & Negishi, 2003). As a result,
omission of the former is less likely to be accepted than
the latter. Consider the two experimental sentences
below:
(18) Bill could not stand his seven-year-old laptop
anymore. *Ø kept hanging and restarting itself.
(19) The old DVD player was very smart. *At ﬁrst I
thought Ø could only read certain ﬁle formats.
The null pronoun in (18) is more salient than that in (19)
as it is at the beginning of the matrix clause. The embedded
position makes the null pronoun in (19) less salient than
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participants might be aware that every sentence in English
is generally started with a subject, the lack of which causes
the ungrammaticality of a sentence. We also support the
same line of argument with respect to perceptual salience
offered by DeKeyser (2000) as aforementioned.
L2 learners' preference for null embedded subjects over
null matrix subjects has been found in a number of previ-
ous studies (Kong, 2001; Meechanyakul & Singhapreecha,
2013). However, we offer a different theoretical assump-
tion from that given by especially Kong. He argued that
topic-chain constructions result in the asymmetry between
null matrix and embedded subjects. In other words,
learners whose L1s (for example, Chinese, Japanese, and
Thai) allow topic-comment structures are likely to omit
subjects if their antecedent is present at the beginning of a
sentence. Kong (2001) argued that his L1 Chinese partici-
pants relied on “identiﬁcation” (51), which was available
through the overt subject of a matrix clause. As a result,
they were likely to allow null subjects in other positions
provided that their antecedent is in sentence-initial posi-
tion, as exempliﬁed below (Kong, 2001, p. 48):
(20) *We pass… and when Ø came to some stairs…
The null subject preceded by the relative adverb “when”
is co-indexed with the pronoun “we” at the beginning of
(20). Learners might then assume that there is no need to
restate the pronoun. Meechanyakul and Singhapreecha
(2013) also conducted a study on the recognition of null
matrix/embedded subjects by L1 Thai learners and their
results also lent support to Kong's (2001) argument. Their
experimental sentence is exempliﬁed below
(Meechanyakul & Singhapreecha, 2013, p. 746):
(21) Jane's camera broke. *She said that Ø used it only
once.
Similar to (20), the pronoun “she” in (21) is in sentence-
initial position, which presumably led their participants to
omit it elsewhere in the sentence. Indeed, Thai is consid-
ered as a topic-prominent language, which means that it
allows topic-chain constructions (Phimsawat, 2011). This,
though not explicitly stated, led Meechanyakul and
Singhapreecha (2013) to support Kong's (2001) identiﬁca-
tion of subjects in that L1 Thai learners relied on topic
constructions in their L1, as did the L1 Chinese participants
in Kong's study. However, the results in the present study
cannot be accounted for by identiﬁcation of subjects since
all null embedded subjects in the experimental sentences
are co-indexed with their noun phrase (NP) referents in the
preceding sentences, not in the matrix clauses, as exem-
pliﬁed in (19) where the null embedded subject is co-
indexed with the NP referent “DVD player” in the preced-
ing sentence. For this reason, identiﬁcation of subjects that
results from L1 transfer of topic constructions is probably
not a satisfying explanation for null matrix/embedded
subject asymmetry. Rather, we suggest perceptual salience
which possibly better explains the results in the present
study as well as those in the studies conducted by Kong
(2001) and Meechanyakul and Singhapreecha (2013)since embedded subjects, regardless of being co-indexed
with an argument in the matrix clause or in a preceding
sentence, are less salient in terms of position in comparison
to null matrix subjects, so they are less likely to be detected
than null matrix subjects that are more salient.
The advanced learners accepted null matrix subjects at a
greater rate than they did null embedded subjects. This
cannot be explained in terms of perceptual salience since
they detected the less salient features, null embedded
subjects, at a higher rate than they did the more salient
ones, null matrix subjects. It is assumed that these L2
learners were in a later stage of development in accordance
with their English proﬁciency. Therefore, they showed a
native-like performance in judging null matrix/embedded
subjects in that certain colloquial styles of English also
allow null matrix subjects (for example, spoken and diary
registers), but null embedded subjects are not allowed in
spoken language, though they are marginally used in
certain diary registers (Weir, 2012).
Hypothesis 2 of the current study with respect to the
variables of clause types was therefore conﬁrmed, given
that L1 Thai learners of L2 English showed the asymmetric
pattern of non-null subjects and null subjects as a result of
clause types (matrix versus embedded).
Prepositional Phrases (PPs)
Hypothesis 2 of the current study states that asym-
metric patterns of non-null arguments and null arguments
in L2 English by L1 Thai learners occur to two variables,
including PPs. The average scores of both experimental
groups for null objects with and without a PP following are
shown in Table 2. A paired-samples t-test revealed a sig-
niﬁcant difference between inanimate null objects fol-
lowed by a PP and inanimate null objects without a PP
following as recognized by the intermediate group and
between animate null objects followed by a PP and animate
null objects without a PP following as recognized by the
advanced group. The intermediate learners performed
signiﬁcantly better on inanimate null objects without a PP
following (33.87%, SE ¼ 0.702) than on inanimate null ob-
jects followed by a PP (20.97%, SE ¼ 0.564, t(30) ¼ 2.278,
p ¼ .030, r ¼ 0.457). However, there was no signiﬁcant
difference between their recognition on animate null ob-
jects without a PP following (30.65%, SE ¼ 0.803) and on
animate null objects followed by a PP (27.42%, SE ¼ 0.675,
t(30) ¼ 0.360, p ¼ 0.721, r ¼ 0.066). In contrast, the
advanced learners performed signiﬁcantly better on
animate null objects followed by a PP (82.26%, SE ¼ 0.588)
than on animate null objects without a PP following
(54.84%, SE ¼ 0.831, t(30) ¼ 3.712, p ¼ .001, r ¼ 0.561).
However, no signiﬁcant difference was found between
their recognition of inanimate null objects without a PP
following (75.81%, SE ¼ 0.811) and on inanimate null ob-
jects followed by a PP (72.58%, SE ¼ 0.768, t(30) ¼ 0.387,
p ¼ 0.702, r ¼ 0.070).
From the statistics given above, it may be concluded that
the intermediate learners, to some extent, had more difﬁ-
culty detecting null objects followed by a PP than those
without a PP following, as witnessed in the “I/O/PP-I/O” pair.
It is assumed that the learners treated a PP, which is an
Table 3
List of verbs in each type of null object sentences categorized by situation
types
Sentence type Verb Situation type
A/O see stative
forgive stative
A/O/PP punch dynamic
punish dynamic
I/O ﬁx dynamic
make dynamic
I/O/PP ﬁnd dynamic
pick dynamic
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followed by a PP more frequently than those without a PP
following. Inotherwords, anyconstituents that appear in the
positionwhere anovert object is needed, tend to be regarded
as an argument by the learners as exempliﬁed below:
(22) *Some of the apples on the tree were ripe, so Anna
went out to pick Ø with her children.
(23) *Mary lost her eye-glasses and ﬁnally found Ø
under the bed.
In (22), the pronoun “them” whose antecedent is “the
apples” is omitted and followed by the adjunct “with her
children”. As well as in (23), the pronoun “them” whose
antecedent is “eye-glasses” is dropped and followed by the
adjunct “under the bed”. Both adjuncts are placed just after
the intransitive verbs “pick” and “ﬁnd” in (22) and (23),
respectively, resulting in the wrong treatment of adjuncts
as arguments.
Hsieh (2008) included various types of null subject and
object sentences in her study, two ofwhichwere null objects
with and without a PP following. Inspired by Xiao's 1998
study (as cited in Hsieh, 2008) showing that the phenome-
non of some constituents appearing to the left of the null
subject seemed to be highly accepted, Hsieh hypothesized
that constituents occurring to the right of the null object
would cause the object to be omitted more frequently. Her
results bore no statistical difference between the two types
of sentences, and she did not give any further explanation as
to why the presence of some constituents like a PP to the
rightof theobject cause theobject tobemoreeasily dropped.
Further to her assumption, we argued that non-obligatory
constituents like PPs that occur to the right of the null ob-
ject are likely to be treated as an argument by L2 learners.
Therefore, they have greater difﬁculty detecting sentences
with null objects followed by a PP.
From the statistics given above, there was no signiﬁ-
cant difference between the advanced participants' judg-
ment on inanimate null objects without a PP following
and on inanimate null objects followed by a PP, and that
they performed signiﬁcantly better on animate null ob-
jects followed by a PP than on animate null objects
without a PP following. Their signiﬁcantly better perfor-
mance on null objects followed by a PP cannot be
accounted for by the knowledge of argument/adjunct
because if they treated adjuncts as arguments, they would
perform signiﬁcantly worse on null objects followed by a
PP, but in fact it was the other way around. Therefore,
some uncontrolled variables might come into play. It is
assumed that verbs and their situation types might have
an effect on object omission. Consider the situation types
of the eight verbs used in each experimental sentence in
Table 3 below:
When situation types of all verbs were taken into
consideration, it can be seen that “see” and “give” are
categorized as stative verbs, while the others are dynamic
verbs. According to Kearns (2011), verbs can be sub-
categorized by their meaning which correlates to differ-
ences of situation types. Given this criterion, there are two
broad types of verbs: stative and dynamic. The former re-
fers to a state or condition that remains steady with nointernal changes, while the latter describes activities,
events, and actions that can begin and ﬁnish (Kearns, 2011).
That the advanced learners performed signiﬁcantly better
on the A/O/PP type than on the A/O type could probably be
explained in terms of situation types of verbs, which
probably makes the context salient enough to reject null
objects. That is, the two dynamic verbs, “punch” and
“punish”, which involve physical actions, presumably draw
more attention to the doer and recipient of the action,
thereby helping them to successfully supply overt objects
in the experimental sentences. By contrast, the two stative
verbs, “see” and “forgive”, which are concerned with
mental states, direct less attention to their arguments,
thereby resulting in high acceptance of the null objects
following them. Furthermore, the fact that there was no
statistical difference between their judgments on the I/O
type and the I/O/PP type might have been because both
sentence types contain the same kind of verbs that describe
the same situation, dynamic.
Hypothesis 2 of the current study with respect to the
variables of prepositional phrases was therefore partially
conﬁrmed, given that only the intermediate participants
showed the asymmetric pattern of non-null objects and
null objects as a result of the presence/absence of prepo-
sitional phrases.Conclusion
What have been found in the current study constitutes
stronger evidence to indicate that the acquisition of null
arguments in English is difﬁcult for L1 Thai learners and
that negative transfer is likely to cause L2 learners' inter-
language to diverge from L1 norms. Eckman's (1977) MDH
also successfully predicted that the acquisition of non-null
argument languages is more marked and difﬁcult than for
their null argument counterparts. The asymmetrical
pattern between matrix/embedded subjects among the
intermediate learners was also witnessed in this study. We
argued against Kong (2001) in that, rather than relying on
identiﬁcation which is available via the overt matrix sub-
ject, L2 learners are affected by perceptual salience, as
argued by Wakabayashi and Negishi (2003), thereby
resulting in their preference for null embedded subjects
over null matrix counterparts. It was also found that the
intermediate learners accepted null objects followed by a
PP rather than those without a PP following. Further to
Hsieh's (2008) argument, we proposed that they treated
I. Namtapi, N. Pongpairoj / Kasetsart Journal of Social Sciences 37 (2016) 150e157 157adjuncts as arguments, leading them to accept the former
more than the latter.
Recommendation for Future Research
As therewas only one task employed in the study, future
research may collect data from other kinds of tasks. For
example, a reconstruction or story-telling that approxi-
mates natural speech production may yield results
different from those found in the current study. To get a
large set of data that leads to more generalized results,
future studies might try creating a learner corpus that
contains essays written by L2 learners at various proﬁ-
ciency levels. In so doing, researchers would be able to
obtain spontaneous production data, which is believed to
be more desirable than intuitional counterparts.
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